THE     ABBEY     OF    JOY

For most of us it is harder to decide what we will
than to do it, and if Rabelais was right when he said
we have naturally an instinct and spur which prompts
us to virtuous action, it may be hard to do what we
will even when we have decided, for we shall have set
ourselves a rule more rigorous than the practice of all
the Trappists,  Flagellists,  or the Fakirs of India.
How, then, shall a man or woman keep the command-
ment " Do what thou wilt" when shut up tight in a
subterranean cellar or a cage?   What will,  what
power to do it had Cardinal Balue, Prince of the Holy
Church, when for eleven years he was held confined in
the castle of Loches beside the Indre ?   There we may
see the vast wicker cage in which he was swung, as
we are still told to believe, though historians doubt it;
and no wonder !    Could any mode of life be imagined
so filthy, so indecent, as to be caged like an eagle or
an albatross, without the bird's chance of splashing in
a shallow bath or treading a freshly sanded floor?
The Cardinal's only share in such happiness as a
caged bird may enjoy was when the keeper came to
thrust his piece of flesh between the bars.    So there
he perched year by year while eleven summers fol-
lowed one by one, and only the chilling draught
through the opened door told him that winter had
come.   He was released a few years before Rabelais
was born, and with what a sense of timidity and
exposure he must have emerged into the pitiless light
of day, like a soft-skinned hermit-crab coming out to
change into another shell!   All who have been shut
in hospital or prison for six months know that shrink-
ing apprehension at release.    I have known it after
four months in a besieged town, and the great Cardinal,
whether in a wicker cage or not, was besieged for
eleven years, longer than Troy !

132